OJAL ASKA OFFICE OF PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND PERMITTING

November 7, 2024

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge
Attn: Steve Delehanty, Refuge Manager
95 Sterling Highway

Homer, AK, 99603

Submitted online at regulations.gov

Re: Notice of Intent to Prepare an Environmental Impact Statement for Rat Eradication from
Four Uninhabited Aleutian Islands; Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge
Attn: Docket No. FWS-R7-NWRS-2024-0032

Dear Mr. Delehanty,

The State of Alaska (State) reviewed the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) September 23,
2024, Notice of Intent to prepare an environmental impact statement (EIS) and associated online
scoping materials for a proposed project to eradicate nonnative rats from four uninhabited
Aleutian Islands, Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge, AK. The notice of intent seeks
input on the scope of the analysis, potential alternatives, and identification of relevant
information, studies, and analyses. We appreciate the early outreach and discussions with staff
from multiple departments in the development of this proposal and look forward to continued
consultations during the drafting and finalization of the analysis. The comments below
incorporate input from the Departments of Natural Resources (DNR), Fish and Game (ADF&G).

We strongly support the proposed project to eradicate invasive rats from the four uninhabited
islands in the Alaska Maritime National Wildlife Refuge. However, we urge FWS to carefully
consider the following factors when developing the EIS:

Marine Mammal Impacts:

The area surrounding the four islands is inhabited by numerous species of marine mammals,
including Endangered Species Act (ESA) listed Steller Sea Lion Western Distinct Population
Segment (DPS). The Western DPS population has rookeries on or near Amchitka, Attu, and
Kiska. Endangered Northern Sea Otters also forage in the near shore habitat. The other
endangered species ranging in these areas include blue whales, fin whales, humpback whales,
north Pacific right whales, sperm whales, gray whales, Baird’s beaked whales, Stejneger’s
beaked whales, killer whales, minke whales, Dall’s porpoise, harbor porpoise, Pacific white-
sided dolphins, harbor seals, and northern fur seals. We suggest that the National Marine
Fisheries Service (NMFS) be looped in to assess the longer-term effects of marine mammals in
the area.
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The dispersal method of rodenticide was not addressed in detail, we suggest any rodenticide
toxins be distributed well above tidelines, and away from any outflow that may result in the
toxins entering the marine environment. Similarly, we suggest any toxins be distributed into the
environment during prolonged dry periods if possible.

We have done some very cursory investigation of the various proposed rodenticides.
Brodifacoum has a particularly long half-life lasting 150-300 days (Eason, 2017) and can
bioaccumulate in both fish and mussels. Our concern for this bioaccumulation is the long-term
effects and potential mortality of marine mammals foraging in these tidelands and inshore waters
(Masuda et al., 2015). Diphacinone appears to have lower levels of bioaccumulation in tissues of
other wildlife (Witmer et al., 2007), and minimal risks to aquatic non-target species (Eisemann &
Swift, 2006). Norbormide is a rodenticide that is targeted towards rats but seems relatively
harmless to other mammals (Jay-Smith et al., 2016). We do not know of any studies involving
the effects of Diphacinone or Norbormide on marine mammal species.

The EIS should assess the long-term effects of rodenticides on marine mammals, including those
listed under the ESA and prioritize dispersal methods that minimize the risk of toxin
contamination in the marine environment, such as those listed above -- distributing rodenticides
well above tidelines and during dry periods.

We also recommend that the FWS coordinate with NMFS to assess the potential impacts on
marine mammals and develop appropriate mitigation measures. By carefully considering these
factors and implementing effective mitigation strategies, the FWS can ensure that the invasive rat
eradication project is successful in restoring natural island ecosystems while minimizing
environmental impacts.

Fisheries Impacts:

There are numerous anadromous streams on these islands, and most lakes in the Aleutians have
Dolly Varden populations, even those without anadromous fish populations. There are currently
insignificant sport or subsistence fisheries within the refuge on these islands since there are so
few visitors to this part of the Aleutians. A big concern in talking with refuge staff in recent
years is the potential overlap with local fish populations and whether any of the proposed
rodenticides might poison fish as well. If the rodenticide flushes out of streams, there is potential
to impact nearshore saltwater fish too. As the EIS is developed, it should analyze the impacts to
fish populations from the different rodenticides.

Bird Impacts:

We support the proposed project as it will likely benefit many seabird, shorebird, and landbird
Species of Greatest Conservation Need, as identified in Alaska’s 2015 State Wildlife Action Plan

Rodenticide Selection:

o The EIS should evaluate the potential toxicity of rodenticides to marine mammals and
local fish populations, especially anadromous species and those in nearshore waters.

e The EIS should also evaluate the most effective rodenticide to minimize the need for
subsequent treatments and reduce the overall environmental impact.
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Multiple Trials or Site-Specific Approaches:

This project is a unique opportunity to run multiple trials with various rodenticides to examine
their various effects on the wildlife, fish, and rodent populations within these ecosystems. One
proposed rodenticide or genetically bio-controlled rat population may not be equally applicable
or effective for all four sites.

We recommend the EIS consider an alternative that considers multiple trials with various
rodenticides to evaluate their effectiveness and impacts on different ecosystems within the
project area, as the optimal approach may vary across islands.

Genetic Biocontrol Feasibility and Efficacy:

Emerging genetic biocontrol technology could be appropriate for this project and is being tested
in the South Pacific, though we have not seen results on its effectiveness or feasibility. If
feasible, genetic biocontrol would likely be the least impactful for marine mammals and local
fisheries.

We appreciate the FWS inclusion of alternative 4 to evaluate emerging genetic biocontrol
technologies as a potentially less impactful alternative to rodenticides. The EIS should discuss
the feasibility and efficacy of these methods, or their lack thereof.

Fish Habitat Permits

The Notice of Intent incorrectly identifies the Alaska Department of Natural
Resources as the issuing agency for Fish Habitat permits. These are issued by the Alaska
Department of Fish and Game, Habitat Division.

Closing

Thank you for the opportunity to review and comment on this proposed project, as well as the
earlier outreach to State staff. Please contact me at (907)269-0880 or by email at
catherine.heroy@alaska.gov to coordinate any follow up discussions.

Sincerely,

4

/ . ,
Catherine Hero%

Federal Program Manager

Email cc: steve_delehanty@jfws.gov
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